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The rise in social media prominence across all platforms and increased use by athletes
and individuals alike has resulted in many changes in the way players and competitors have been
able to utilize technology to share their opinions on matters of social justice. The ability and
willingness of athletes to make use of platforms like Instagram, Twitter, and other social
networks has had mixed responses across the media and from fans and fellow athletes alike. The
‘Shut Up and Dribble’ attitude surrounding athletes and their ability to share opinions on
controversial issues has existed across the United States and around the world for decades, as
demonstrated by the historical analysis presented in this study. The developments in the
technological and media landscape, as discussed, in addition to the evolution in the
progressiveness of athletes and their outspokenness on various matters of social justice and
inequality exhibit how athlete’s activism has transformed over time.
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Sports have served as a form of entertainment around the world for generations due to
their ability to capture the attention of the general public and bring people together, either in
support of a team or dislike for another. Throughout history, we have seen social justice
movements have a similar impact on populations of people globally. Movements like Women’s
Suffrage, Civil Rights, Gay Rights, Black Lives Matter, and other activist issues have
transformed the United States as people have joined forces across the country in support of
different causes. The protests, marches, and other peaceful displays of unrest have successfully
garnered the attention of citizens and necessary news outlets and eventually resulted in the
changes they were advocating for.
More recently, athletes have begun to use their platforms as a space to speak their minds
regarding hot-topic issues and social justice matters. However, throughout history, we have seen
generations of athletes struggle to utilize their statuses as ‘famous individuals’ the same way or
suffer consequences if they did. It comes down to the fact that as social justice movements,
technology, and beliefs have continued to evolve over the years, the abilities of athletes to make
their own decisions about what they can and cannot do with their platforms have continued to
change with it. Beginning with Muhammad Ali, and developing over time to the range of
decision-making and honesty displayed by LeBron James, it is evident that a change has
occurred for athletes everywhere and their ability to speak their minds. However, it has not
always been this way and there are still limits to what the public views as acceptable forms of
candidness.
In 2018, the mindset that has been present by a large portion of the American public was
summarized in one comment made by Laura Ingraham in regards to LeBron James. Ingraham,
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when speaking about LeBron and his tendency and willingness to share his opinions and
thoughts on matters of race, religion, and politics in the United States declared that he should
“Shut Up and Dribble” (Agyemang, 2020). Ingraham’s statement epitomized the mindset that
college and professional athletes should focus their platforms, talking points, and opinions
around their sport, rather than telling their fan bases how they feel about happenings in the
country or around the world. Although this ideology is less common in today’s society, it defined
the landscape of sports for generations of athletes throughout history.
Now, as social justice issues and activists grow increasingly polarized and supporters
demand to be heard, athletes similarly refuse to continue to accept this notion that they should
simply “Shut up and dribble.” The idea of public relations within an organization, or for a
publicist for an individual, is to create and maintain a favorable image for the client across all
necessary platforms. This role has similarly evolved as social media has created a space for
athletes to express feelings and support others in their activism. The large and continuously
growing followings seen by many of these top-tier athletes have allowed them to voice their
thoughts and quickly make them known, but with this, other forms of media have continued to
adapt with them.
My goal for this research project was to examine the changes in athletes’ ability to
express their opinions on matters of social justice throughout history. A lot can be said for the
events that take place within a decade, and I hope to examine the time period from the 1960s to
the present and examine how athletes' activism has changed throughout each era, either slowly or
quickly as sparked by an important event. Each time period will give an overview of pivotal
events and notable athletes that have helped to shape the current picture of athletes and the use of
their platforms that we are familiar with today. Movements surrounding race, women’s rights,
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and corporate involvement will all play a crucial role in the development of the changing face of
athletes in the media.
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History of Athletes in Social Justice
When studying how an athlete’s ability to express their opinions has evolved or changes
over time, it is important to start from the beginning. This examination of the history of athletes
and activism will begin in the mid-twentieth century with influential athletes like Muhammad
Ali and Billie Jean King, who peaked in a time prior to the technological advancements and
social media structures we see in modern society and parallel their experiences with more recent
demonstrations exhibited by Colin Kaepernick and LeBron James. All of these athletes, along
with many others, have had unique and challenging experiences throughout their careers in the
sports industry, but the reaction and responses to their displays of activism on differing social
justice issues are of particular interest. These professional athletes descend from sports ranging
from boxing to tennis, and football to basketball, but the number of athletes getting involved in
social justice movements reaches even further.
While there have always been athletes participating in efforts for change on some scale,
those who are remembered are those who made the most impact. Similar to a social justice
movement, one will be unsuccessful without garnering the attention and support of many. This
can also be said for athletes who are taking a stand, or speaking out on an issue for the first time.
Famous figures throughout history that have successfully invoked change have used both their
own success and their lack of fear of their opposers’ opinions to fuel the movement they wish to
create. In combination, these qualities have the making for a movement that will produce
necessary and desired action by a certain party at play.
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Chapter One: The 1960s
In October of 1960, Cassius Clay (now known as Muhammad Ali) took the sports world
by storm when he won the gold medal in light heavyweight boxing at the Rome Olympics
(Johnston, 2019). This major success for Ali would mark one of his first and finest achievements,
setting him on a path for a wildly successful career in the eyes of the American public. However,
Ali was also known for his outspoken nature as a black nationalist and anti-war activist in the
period surrounding the Vietnam War (Johnston, 2019). Ali’s vocalness as an athlete and an
individual was groundbreaking for this time, as sports and ‘politics’ had generally been kept
separate in the past. Nevertheless, Ali’s fearlessness earned him nicknames among the general
public and boxing population like “Louisville Lip” and “Gaseous Cassius” (Gorsevski &
Butterworth, 2011).
Ali’s career and outspokenness came at a critical time for both the Civil Rights
Movement and the anti-Vietnam War movements that grew shortly thereafter Ali’s gold medal
win. With Ali’s career peaking as these two major activist movements were continuing to grow
and gain popularity, there are many correlations between Ali’s use of his platform and the
development of these movements. In addition to speaking his mind during press conferences and
in interviews with journalists, Ali also spread his perspectives across the country by giving
speeches on over two hundred college campuses and other venues (Gorsevski & Butterworth,
2011).
As Ali’s career grew after his success in the 1960 Olympics in Rome, he became more
and more confident and self-assured. Muhammad Ali, or Cassius Clay at the time, defeated
Sonny Liston in a famous fight in 1964 that would propel his already jump-started career. It was
after this win specifically that Clay announced from there on out that he would be known as
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Muhammad Ali (Gorsevski & Butterworth, 2011). This was a significant proclamation for two
reasons: it signified Ali’s affiliation with the Nation of Islam, and it represented his disaffiliation
with his African-American heritage during a turning point in the Civil Rights Movement. When
asked about his decision, Ali stated, “Cassius Clay was my slave name. I’m no longer a slave”
(Gorsevski & Butterworth, 2011). Ali’s bold actions during his career and fearfulness in his
statements throughout the 1960s have left him remembered to be, “in effect, violently crushing
long-standing political and cultural norms and social practices” (Gorsevski & Butterworth,
2011). Although he was seen as a divisive figure for the time, Ali was making his points by
reminding Americans of the direct violence of war and of the institutional and cultural violence
of its race and class-based political system through politically conveyed messages (Gorsevski &
Butterworth, 2011).
Ali’s vocality in the 1960s served as the springboard for many other athletes to utilize
their platforms to promote social justice movements to come in the future, but most importantly,
heightened awareness and engagement with the Civil Rights Movement. From the late 1950s and
into the early 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement was gaining participation and support.
Important demonstrations like the Greensboro Sit-In, for example, signified people all over the
country taking a stand for what they believed in (History.com Editors, 2017). At the Greensboro
Sit-In in February 1960, four African-American college students refused to leave Woolworth’s
“whites only” lunch counter without receiving service. Their peaceful demonstration of protest
against segregation between races deemed them the name “The Greensboro Four,” as they went
on to spark many other similar peaceful protests around the city, state, and country (History.com
Editors, 2017).
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Later that same year, Ruby Bridges served as the first African-American to be integrated
into a white school. Her symbolic beginning of the integration of schools rapidly increased the
number of demonstrations taking place across the country, as the ‘Freedom Rides’ began in early
1961 (History.com Editors, 2017). The Freedom Rides, or freedom riders, were famously black
and white Civil Rights Activists who took bus rides across the American south to protest
segregated bus terminals, and attempted to use “whites only” restrooms and lunch counters
(History.com Editors, 2017). These peaceful displays of unrest successfully spread the movement
further throughout the country and gained support in other regions during 1961. Continuous
demonstrations eventually led to the prominent and well-remembered March on Washington in
June of 1963 for jobs and freedom for African-Americans. Over 250,000 people took part in this
demonstration, and Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his renowned “I Have a Dream” speech as the
closing address (History.com Editors, 2017). The inspiration instilled in people by Dr. King,
along with the persistence of their demonstrations, eventually led President Lyndon B. Johnson
to sign the Civil Rights Act of 1964 into law (History.com Editors, 2017). The Civil Rights Act
of 1964 was put in place to prevent discrimination regarding employment due to race, color, sex,
religion, or national origin and was considered a win for the Civil Rights Movement
(History.com Editors, 2017).
However, despite the progress made for the Civil Rights Movement during the early
1960s, significant unrest existed amongst the American public that resulted in violent actions to
protest integration. Many problems still existed within the United States, and the signing of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 did not rid the country of the systemic racism that they were largely
comfortable with during this time period. All of the turmoil present within the United States as
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many changes continued to occur within the country came into view on a global scale during the
1968 Olympics.
The 1968 Olympics are remembered for hosting one of the most memorable
demonstrations by athletes on a competition stage of all time. During this time period, Harry
Edwards, the founder of the Olympic Project for Human Rights had urged black athletes to
boycott the 1968 Olympics. In light of the events taking place in the United States surrounding
integration and discrimination, Edwards argued that black athletes boycotting the Olympics
would make a powerful statement about the status of black lives in America. However, this
boycott did not happen. The protest that took place in Mexico City on the podium would end up
being more influential, though. Two black athletes, Tommie Smith, and John Carlos agreed to
use their gold and bronze medal-wins in an attempt to highlight the social issues within the
United States during this time. During the playing of the Star-Spangled Banner, both Smith and
Carlos raised their gloved fists skyward in hopes to garner better treatment of black athletes, and
black people in general, around the world (Blakemore, 2018).
This demonstration struck viewers around the world as an act in support of human rights,
as seen by the badges worn on the jackets of both Smith and Carlos (Blakemore, 2018). When
asked about his actions that night, Tommie Smith said, “If I win, I am American, not a black
American. But if I did something bad, then they would say I am a Negro. We are black and we
are proud of being black. Black America will understand what we did tonight” (Blakemore,
2018). This statement made by Tommie Smith after his demonstration in the Mexico City
Olympics exemplifies the divide seen in America between different races during this decade as a
result of prejudices developed throughout prior history. By taking a stand to draw attention to a
problem while they were on the podium for their successes, Smith and Carlos were able to point
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the eyes of the world to the social justice issues taking place within the United States. The
Olympic Committee and the United States did not look kindly upon the actions of Smith and
Carlos, and they were subsequently suspended from the United States team and banned from the
Mexico City Olympic village by order of the International Olympic Committee President.
In addition to the punishments they faced during the Olympic Games, Smith and Carlos
also found they were not being covered in a positive light on popular news networks that played
host to Olympic coverage. Networks like CBS and ESPN, which now air specials and implement
programs that ensure diversity and inclusion, responded to this salute to human rights and protest
for black lives poorly and shed a negative light on Smith and Carlos for their actions. During the
late 1960s, there were not mediums for communication like cell phones that enhanced
accessibility for social media and other evolutions. Instead, the news was spread through a few
major broadcast networks, a large number of paper newspapers, radio, magazines, and word of
mouth. The lack of mediums, and support, for Smith, Carlos, and their cause during this time
period left little to no room for the men to argue their reasoning or even seek support from other
professional athletes.
Many years later, Tommie Smith stated, “We were concerned about the lack of black
assistant coaches. About how Muhammad Ali got stripped of his title. About the lack of access to
good housing and our kids not being able to attend the top colleges,” when asked about his
reasons for acting in the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City. The concerns mentioned by Tommie
Smith are concerns anyone would have for their lives and families if they did not feel they would
have equal rights and treatment to the things they should. However, Tommie Smith, John Carlos,
and Muhammad Ali were doing something during this time period that the American public had
12
not seen before and did not necessarily like – using their platforms to takes stances or speak on
political issues.
Ali’s outspoken nature and open refusal to enlist in the army displayed his combination of
both athlete and politics in front of viewers and fans alike in the United States during a
tumultuous time for the country. Amidst the Vietnam War and heightened racial tensions, Ali’s
fearless comments on the matters were landmarks for the abilities of athletes for generations to
come. Likewise, Smith and Carlos’ bold display of black power in the 1968 Olympics startled
people on a global scale but succeeded in starting necessary conversations. Now, Smith and
Carlos’ actions are regarded as one of the most highly remembered and regarded forms of protest
and social justice activism taken by athletes, even in the highly controversial and politicized
modern era present today.
The evolving opinions surrounding the nature and actions of both Muhammad Ali and
Tommie Smith and John Carlos are demonstrative of the changing mindset of the general
American public that becomes more evident throughout the late twentieth century.
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Chapter Two: The 1970s
Billie Jean Moffitt, later known as Billie Jean King, was born in 1943 to a family of
athletes and hard-workers who supported her as she tried a wide expanse of sports ranging from
basketball to softball before deciding that tennis was her passion (Billie Jean King
Accomplishments, 2019). After being introduced to tennis at a country club, Billie Jean
continued to explore this newfound passion on the Long Beach public courts with a racquet she
purchased on her accord from money earned from various odd jobs (Billie Jean King
Accomplishments, 2019). Billie Jean quickly knew tennis was what she wanted to do with her
life, and while she began to learn the game in the fifth grade, she told her mother, “I am going to
be No. 1 in the world.” And she was.
At the age of 22, the newlywed Billie Jean King won her first Grand Slam title as a
singles player on the professional tennis circuit and achieved her childhood goal of the No. 1
ranking in the world (Billie Jean King Accomplishments, 2019). In 1966, after achieving the top
ranking in the world on the women’s tour, Billie Jean King’s career took off from a success
standpoint. Over the course of the next 18 years, King would go on to win a record number of 20
Wimbledon titles, 13 titles in the United States, four French titles, and two Australian titles for a
total of 39 Grand Slams (doubles and singles). King was also part of the youngest pairing to win
a Grand Slam when she and Karen Hantze Susman won the Wimbledon title in 1961; King was
only 17 years old at the time (Billie Jean King Accomplishments, 2019). Throughout her career,
King broke numerous records and set marks that helped pave the way for female athletes across
the sports industry, but also made a name for herself for the pivotal work that she did as an
advocate for women’s rights during her career.
14
In 1970, Billie Jean King joined forces with eight other women's tennis players to create
the Virginia Slims Tour tennis circuit, and in 1971 she became the first female tennis player to
receive earnings over $100,000 in a calendar year. However, despite the records set by King,
male and female athletes on the professional tennis circuit were still being paid unequal amounts
for defeating the same number of competitors in the same events. Gladys Heldman, a former
professional tennis player and the founder of World Tennis magazine, joined forces with the
‘Original 9’ women to establish the Virginia Slims Tennis Circuit in 1970 in an effort to lobby
for equal pay for female athletes (Lights, Camera, Action). The Virginia Slims cigarettes were a
significant sponsor of the circuit, hence the naming of the Series. For two years, professional
female tennis players continued to compete in this newly established series in growing numbers
(Lights, Camera, Action). In 1972, the Virginia Slims Series hosted its inaugural Championships
in Boca Raton, Florida, and became the first all-female tournament to offer prize money of
$100,000.
The significant progress in promoting women’s professional tennis exhibited by the
Original 9 and Gladys Heldman through the Virginia Slims Series was only the beginning of the
battle for equal pay, respect, and opportunity for women in the sport. Although women were not
offered the same prize money in a Grand Slam tennis tournament until 1973 in the U.S. Open,
this precedent of equality did not come without the threat of a boycott and much work done on
their own accord (Connley, 2019). The most direct impact of the Virginia Slims Tennis Circuit
was the development of the Women’s Tennis Association, the female counterpart to the ATP
Tour, Inc. (Association of Tennis Professionals Tour, Inc.). Billie Jean King is recognized as the
founder of this organization, as she and 60 other players met in the weeks leading up to
Wimbledon to establish this uniting and unifying body.
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Following the establishment of both the WTA and the ATP Tour in 1973, Billie Jean King
took part in one of the world’s most-watched events as she competed in a tennis match against
male tennis player Bobby Riggs. The distinguished match-up between King and Riggs would
become famously known as the ‘Battle of the Sexes.’ Over 90 million people tuned in to watch
this meeting of two competitors, following Bobby Riggs’ claims that the “women’s game was
inferior to the men’s” (Billie Jean King Accomplishments, 2019). In front of 90 million viewers,
more than any tennis match ever before, Billie Jean King defeated Bobby Riggs 6-4, 6-3, 6-3
(Billie Jean King Accomplishments, 2019). With this win, Billie Jean King was able to continue
to make a name for women’s sports and demonstrate the competitiveness and watchability of
women’s professional tennis.
“The early 1970s were tumultuous times with fomenting anti-Vietnam war, civil rights,
gay rights, and women's movements. In 1972, Congress passed Title IX, the federal law that
opened college doors for women by banning sex discrimination in all education programs,
including sports” (Associated Press, 2017). With all of these controversial and topical issues
surrounding the early 1970s, the passing of the Title IX law by Congress was a declaration of the
support for gender equity by the federal government. Though Title IX was a large bill with many
long-standing implications, it largely prohibits federally funded institutions from discriminating
against students based on sex (History.com Editors, 2009). The National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA), established in 1906, oversaw all of the programs and scholarships awarded
within college athletics but failed to produce any scholarships for female athletes or hold any
Championships for women’s college sports teams (History.com Editors, 2009). When Title IX
was enacted in 1972, 30,000 women were competing in college athletics, compared to the
170,000 men on college sports teams (History.com Editors, 2009).
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Title IX’s effect on educational institutions specifically aimed to correct imbalances in
budgeting and opportunities that had developed within athletics and other educational programs.
Rather than requiring schools to spend equal amounts of money on both men and women’s
sports, Title IX was set up to provide both sexes with equal quality and opportunity through the
same allotment of resources like locker rooms, medical treatment, training, equipment,
allowances, facilities, recruitment, and most importantly, scholarships (History.com Editors,
2009). The creation of such a monumental, structure-changing plan for college athletics during a
time period already plagued with the controversy surrounding men’s and women’s equality in
sports spoke volumes about the way organizations would need to proceed moving forward, and
set another precedent for how the United States attempted to tackle gender equality.
While this was a step in the right direction and suggested equal treatment and opportunity
in sports for both men and women, it was not something that was going to change overnight
across thousands of institutions. Many institutions were reluctant to make these changes and cut
male sporting programs to keep their “money-making” programs, like basketball and football,
functioning as usual. Therefore, despite Title IX’s attempt to introduce a sense of equality to the
sports world during the 1970s, it was evident this change would not happen quickly. In 1973,
women were unable to get a credit card without their husband’s permission and the gender pay
gap had stretched to 56.6 cents to the dollar (Associated Press, 2017). While that seems
significant, it continued to grow regardless of the efforts of sports figures of politicians and was
found to be a massive 79.6 cents to every dollar by 2015 (Associated Press, 2017).
The hard work done throughout the lives of people like Billie Jean King has been
instrumental in making lasting changes in bringing equality to collegiate and professional sports
in the United States and around the world. Throughout King’s career, and following it, she
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advocated for the equal treatment and payment of female athletes. King’s efforts earned her
tremendous recognition across the sports community, and within the United States in general. In
2009, President Barack Obama awarded Billie Jean King the Presidential Medal of Freedom for
her tireless efforts to bring equality to sports and bridge the divide between male and female
athletes.
The Presidential Medal of Freedom is the Nation’s highest civilian honor and historically
has been presented to those who “have made especially meritorious contributions to the security
or national interests of the United States, to world peace, or to cultural or other significant public
or private endeavors” (The Presidential Medal of Freedom, n.d.). When speaking about the
prestigious award and its recipients, President Obama said, “The Presidential Medal of Freedom
is not just our nation's highest civilian honor—it's a tribute to the idea that all of us, no matter
where we come from, have the opportunity to change this country for the better. From scientists,
philanthropists, and public servants to activists, athletes, and artists, these 21 individuals have
helped push America forward, inspiring millions of people around the world along the way”
(The Presidential Medal of Freedom, n.d.). In the case of Billie Jean King, athlete and activist for
equality, she was awarded this honor for her tireless work to change the country for the better by
putting male and female athletes on the same level. Largely, she was successful.
King was able to accomplish all of these things and leave a lasting impact despite the
setback she faced regarding her sexuality in 1981. After partaking in a secret relationship with a
woman throughout the 1970s, and during her marriage to Larry King, Billie Jean King was
publicly outed as a lesbian in 1981 (Billie Jean King Accomplishments, 2019). As a result of this
realization by the public, King lost all of her sponsors and endorsement deals. While this
adversity posed a struggle for King during the latter part of her career, her success as one of the
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first publicly lesbian athletes helped to pave the way for other LGBTQ athletes in the future.
King retired from professional tennis as an athlete shortly after this occurrence in 1983 but
continued to shape the outlook and future of equality for male and female athletes and LGBTQ
athletes long after her departure from the tennis court.
After being inducted into the International Tennis Hall of Fame in 1987, Billie Jean King
then became the first woman to have a professional sports venue named in her honor when the
USTA National Tennis Center, home of the U.S. Open Tennis Championships, renamed the
location the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center on August 28, 2006 (Billie Jean King
Accomplishments, 2019). Nevertheless, King’s efforts continued as she and her partner, Ilana
Kloss, launched the Billie Jean King Leadership initiative in 2014. The goal of this program was
to address diversity and inclusion issues in the workplace on a larger scale (Billie Jean King,
Tennis Champion & Activist, 2018). In 2016, King made a focal move by addressing the
National Football League and the Fédération Internationale de Football Association, the
international governing body of soccer, on issues surrounding gender equality and inclusion
within their associations. By 2018, the success of this initiative led to Billie Jean King and Ilana
Kloss’ naming to the ownership group for the Los Angeles Dodgers and Los Angeles Sparks to
continue to invoke necessary changes (Billie Jean King, Tennis Champion & Activist, 2018).
Throughout Billie Jean King’s life as an activist, significant developments took place
within the media and technology industry that have influenced the scope and reach of progress
and movements. In the 1970s, at the height of her career, there were still relatively limited
broadcast networks to cover sports and the news in comparison to the wide variety of that
available today. When King was revealed as a lesbian in 1981, the limited number of networks
and news outlets readily available and used could largely control the way the matter was
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perceived by readers and viewers. However, if a similar situation were to happen to an athlete
today, with the increased use of social media, support would be widely available due to the
improvements in technology. While King lost all of her sponsors and endorsements as a result of
her revealed sexuality in 1981, the situation, in combination with her efforts and technological
developments, helped to pave the way for future LGBTQ athletes not to have to face similar
scenarios.
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Chapter Three: The 1980s
The 1980s are famous for being a time of fun and enjoyment among the general public
without much controversy taking place in sports, politics, and entertainment. However, that did
not mean that changes were not occurring within the realm of sports that pleased, and displeased,
athletes, fans, and other members of the varying Leagues alike. The 1980s were a pivotal time in
the sports world, as this was the first time that corporate sponsors had begun to involve
themselves with sponsorships in this industry. The introduction of large-scale sponsorships into
global sports had many implications on athletes and their ability to utilize their platforms as
activists because of contractual agreements with the brands they began to represent.
While corporate sponsorship is extremely common in modern society with brand names
and logos on jerseys, stadiums, shoes, and other surfaces seen on camera during sports
broadcasts, this has not always been the “norm.” While products like baseball cards and brand
placement did exist in sports prior to the 1980s, the extreme increase in sports coverage by
television networks that began in the 1980s allowed athletes to begin to grow to a level of
“celebrity” that warranted brands and corporations to tie themselves to them through
sponsorships (The History of Sports Marketing, 2011). One of the most significant developments
in the early 1980s that demonstrated corporate sponsorship and how it would progress in sports
was the branding of the video boards in the Los Angeles Dodgers Stadium with the Mitsubishi
logo. By allowing a major brand to place their name and logo on a pivotal and wide-reaching
location within the stadium, like the video board, fans would constantly be coming into contact
with the brand and thus, increasing their engagement with it. Once companies realized the reach
and profit they could gain by taking advantage of sponsorships in sports, the number of
participants in this field increased ten-fold.
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The introduction of corporate sponsorship into the sports industry has had lasting impacts
across nearly every league around the globe, including within the widespread, worldwide event
known as the Olympics. The difference in the Olympics that took place in Montreal in 1976
compared to that of the Olympics that took place in Los Angeles in 1984 demonstrates the
significant growth in commercialization and sponsorship over only an eight-year period. In 1976,
the Summer Olympics in Montreal went on as many events had in previous years, costing only a
few million dollars to stage in total (The History of Sports Marketing, 2011). Following the
introduction of corporate sponsorship to the world of sports, Los Angeles hosted a similar event
in the summer of 1984 but was able to profit an estimated $200 million (The History of Sports
Marketing, 2011). Los Angeles’ ability to commercialize the Olympics by marketing it as a
global event reaching over 2.5 billion people in 156 countries allowed the city to maximize their
income for the event (The History of Sports Marketing, 2011). The drastic increase in
profitability for the host city from 1976 to 1984 for the Olympic Games can be largely attributed
to the commercialization and sponsorship by corporate partners that began in the early 1980s.
While corporate sponsors allowed for significant increases in the amount of money
circulating within the sports industry, this did not come without implications. Athletes who were
sponsored by various brands and corporations were then held to the standards expected by those
that they had sponsorship deals with. Abiding by the expectations and merits of the brands one is
working with is not a problem for many athletes for the entirety of their career, however, there
have been numerous examples of athletes making mistakes or failing to meet the standards of
their partners and losing all of their endorsements as a result. One example of this that took place
in 1981 surrounded Billie Jean King and her sexuality. Although endorsements and sponsorships
for athletes were still a fairly new concept, King was revealed to have been in a relationship with
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another female spanning nearly a decade during her marriage to Larry King and lost all of her
representation as a result of her new status as a lesbian (Billie Jean King Accomplishments,
2019). Only two years later, tennis legend Billie Jean King retired from the sport. Though King
was well-off as an extremely successful tennis champion, her loss of sponsorship and shortly
thereafter, retirement, signifies how influential these corporate sponsors can be to the success of
an athlete. While this happened to Billie Jean King towards the beginning of the use of sports
sponsorships, it set the tone for what was to come for athletes who made mistakes or displeased
their corporate sponsors in the future of the industry.
Though social media did not exist to allow for a widespread conversation on issues
surrounding athletes and their personal and professional lives, the 1980s did mark a period for
technological advancement in the form of computers. The Apple Macintosh was launched in
1984 and continued to grow and improve from its original design, eventually becoming one of
the largest computer and technology companies worldwide. The Macintosh computer, which
later evolved into the ‘Mac Desktop’ and ‘MacBook’ to denote laptops, began the norm of
in-home computers and widespread, regular internet use. The increased internet use expanded
knowledge across a wider expanse of the population and also allowed for a larger variety of
sources to report information and opinions. While there were previously limited sources
reporting on happenings within the sports world due to the lack of technological advancements
thus far, the 1980s and the increased use of the computer began to change that.
Although increased sources of information and increased conversation between fans and
other individuals within the sports industry have held corporate sponsors accountable for equal
and fair treatment of athletes for many years, this has not always been the case. In some
instances,  athletes have acted in ways that have lost them their sponsorships and the opinions of
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fans and others have not changed the harsh responses of the corporations. For example, Maria
Sharapova, a famous tennis player and entrepreneur that was loved by many and reigned from
Russia was suspended from the professional tennis circuit for two years after unintentionally
failing a drug test (Ubha, 2016). The drug Sharapova tested positive for, meldonium, had not
previously been on the banned substance list, but Sharapova was suspended from the Tour
regardless, and as a result lost all of her sponsors (Ubha, 2016). As a result of failing to meet the
expectations of the corporate partners, Sharapova was punished by losing the deals she had
previously made.
Situations like the ones Sharapova and King found themselves in, though very different
in circumstances regarding technology, resulted in the same outcome despite the influence of
outsider conversation and opinions. Generally, the 1980s are remembered for light, laughter, and
overall positivity despite problems that took place like the Challenger explosion, the Chernobyl
nuclear disaster, and the events of the Cold War. The decade was not significantly influential in
regards to athlete activism because of these happenings, but Kareem Abdul-Jabaar, formerly
known as Ferdinand Lewis Alcindor, Jr., made his own history as an activist during the height of
his career in this time period. Before his retirement in 1989, Abdul-Jabaar overtook Wilt
Chamberlain’s record-high points scored in a career and earned numerous NBA Most Valuable
Player awards and NBA Championships.  But prior to this, Abdul-Jabaar had made a name for
himself and the kind of athlete he set out to be when he converted from Catholicism to Islam
during his time at UCLA, renaming himself Kareem Abdul-Jabaar to mean, “noble, powerful
servant” (NBA.com, n.d.). Though Abdul-Jabaar expressed himself quietly throughout his
career, his actions display the forms of expression and activism that were acceptable during a
time period defined by corporate intervention and general positivity around the world. As one of
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the greatest basketball players of all time, Kareem Abdul-Jabaar’s legacy of not only his
accomplishments on the court but his accomplishments as a leader in the face of religious
inequality and other issues of diversity will persevere.
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Chapter Four: The 1990s
Though the 1980s were not plagued by controversy and outspoken figures in the sports
world, the 1990s saw the reintroduction of activism by athletes despite the recent development of
corporate sponsorship deals. The National Basketball Association thrived in the 1990s, as
famous figures like Michael Jordan, Charles Barkley, Larry Bird, and more changed the face of
the game with their significant skills in the sport. Following Kareem Abdul-Jabaar’s silent
success as an activist in the 1980s, there were a lot of critics for the prominent stars that arose in
the 1990s to continue in his footsteps.
Michael Jordan, the former North Carolina basketball player, continued his career with
the Chicago Bulls upon his declaration for the NBA draft in 1984 (Michael Jordan Biography,
2021). Jordan quickly made an impact on the court, scoring an average of 28.2 points per game
and earning Rookie of the Year in his first year with the Bulls (Michael Jordan Biography, 2021).
During his rookie season in Chicago, Jordan secured his own partnership with Nike, Inc. In
1985, Nike, Inc. and Michael Jordan launched the Air Jordan brand that is still a profitable
business today (Michael Jordan Biography, 2021). The Air Jordan brand was initially established
specifically for Michael Jordan to wear on the court as a player for the Chicago Bulls but was
released to the public soon thereafter. In the initial deal between the two, Nike gave Jordan 25
percent of the royalties for the brand, but Jordan quickly became a more influential member of
the organization, and now holds a seat on the board of directors (Michael Jordan Biography,
2021). By 2018, the Air Jordan brand was reported to be grossing nearly $2.9 billion a year.
Though the Air Jordan brand was extremely profitable for Nike, Inc. and Michael Jordan during
the 1990s and throughout the early 2000s, the partnership between Nike and Jordan created a
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dynamic that made it difficult for Jordan to act as an activist because he was also a brand
representative.
Michael Jordan was put in one of the most famous politically controversial positions in
sports history in 1990 during the North Carolina Senate race between Democratic candidate
Harvey Gantt and Republican incumbent Jesse Helms. As a former resident of the state and
student at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, many heads turned to Jordan for his
endorsement of one of the candidates. Rather than endorsing one of the candidates, namely
Democrat Harvey Gantt in an effort to boot Helms, Jordan remained neutral in the election. In an
interview with author Sam Smith, Michael Jordan is famously quoted to have said, “Republicans
wear sneakers, too,” when asked about the situation (Greer, 2020). Jordan’s statement in this
interview is evidence of his opinion on politics in relation to his partnership with Nike and the
Air Jordan brand. By deciding not to publicly support Harvey Gantt, though that may have been
who he would have voted for, Jordan is showing anti-activism in an effort to promote sales for
his brand and respect his partnership with Nike.
Following Kareem Abdul-Jabaar’s success as a silent activist in the 1980s throughout the
height of his career, many were disappointed to see Michael Jordan fall victim to the demands
and expectations of many corporate sponsors during the peak of his fame and career in the
1990s. Unfortunately, Jordan was largely not alone in his lack of action during this time period.
“Everybody – Bird, Magic, Charles Barkley, even Kareem – you didn’t hear a single social issue
from any of them,” said Sam Smith on a radio segment in 2020. “What was stated to everybody
was, ‘Look, let’s stay out of controversy. Let’s get this thing going on an economic level to help
all of us.’ It wasn’t so that all these social activists were around and Michael Jordan was about
himself. No, that wasn’t it at all. Nobody – and Kareem, who had boycotted the Olympics in ’68
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and sat with [Muhammad] Ali – all of a sudden went silent for a decade. So to pick on Jordan for
this is really hypocritical” (CBS Sports Radio, 2020). This quote from a prominent author
demonstrates that Jordan’s actions were common for the time period and the circumstances
surrounding the athletes.
Though Jordan was not a vocal activist for the majority of his career, he has become a
more active participant in matters of social justice in recent years following his retirement from
the NBA. In 2016, Michael Jordan wrote a letter to The Undefeated addressing the shootings of
African-Americans and police violence. As the lone black majority owner of a sports franchise in
the United States, Jordan’s statement was a personal testament to his own experiences and
opinions on the issues and social unrest taking place in this country (Wise, Brembry, & Johnson,
2016). On the letter they received from Jordan, The Undefeated said, “Jordan’s statement comes
amid a renaissance of social justice advocacy by prominent athletes nationwide, hearkening back
to the ’60s when figures such as Jim Brown, Muhammad Ali, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar were
outspoken on the country’s problems, particularly the status of African-Americans. Current NBA
superstars LeBron James, Chris Paul, Carmelo Anthony, and Dwyane Wade opened the recent
ESPYS awards show by imploring their peers to take larger roles in issues of racial injustice, gun
violence, and police brutality” (Wise, Brembry, & Johnson, 2016).
The parallel made by The Undefeated between athletes like Ali and Abdul-Jabaar to
current players demonstrates how the outspoken nature of athletes for decades has helped to pave
the way for current competitors to utilize the platforms available to them to voice their opinions
on widespread issues in the United States. However, some athletes whose careers peaked during
the middle of this transformative period of activism, like Jordan and Charles Barkley, for
example, demonstrate their own personal growth and change. For instance, Michael Jordan, who
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carried the phrase “Republicans wear sneakers, too,” as an athlete who opted not to choose a side
on activist and political issues, is now a major contributor to various activism projects in the
United States. Despite still representing Nike as a partner of the multi-billion dollar Jordan
Brand, and serving as the majority owner of the Charlotte Hornets NBA team, Jordan has
donated over $30 million to different projects, museums, and activist movements (Zagoria,
2019). Jordan’s transformation from an athlete who tried not to offend potential consumers or
viewers, to a retired professional, father, and grandfather who acts in a way that supports his
beliefs is demonstrative of the changing beliefs of the United States of America in what was
‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ for athletes to participate in. When Jordan was asked about his
recent participation as an activist he said, “I’ll be able to give back to the community that’s
supported me over the years when I was playing the game of basketball to now where I’m a part
of this community,” (Zagoria, 2019).
Unlike Michael Jordan, Charles Barkley, another NBA superstar during the 1990s, was
able to make his mark on and off the basketball court. Barkley is most famously remembered for
the commercial he did in partnership with Nike entitled, “I Am Not a Role Model,” (Norris,
2020). This campaign between Barkley and Nike aimed to show children that professional
athletes, like Barkley, were not the best choice for a role model, but that parents were. Charles
Barkley personally had the idea for the commercial and went to Nike with it. When asked about
the intent of the commercial, Barkley said, “I am not a role model. I’m not paid to be a role
model. I’m paid to wreak havoc on the basketball court. Parents should be role models. Just
because I dunk a basketball doesn’t mean I should raise your kids” (Norris, 2020). This striking
campaign from Nike and Barkley was as bold a statement as athletes were making during this
time period, as many were still seeking to please corporate sponsors and fans alike. Barkley’s
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involvement in such a controversial campaign raised issues among NBA Commissioner David
Stern about the use of the NBA logo in the advertisement and started conversations among
teammates and other players about whether or not athletes had the choice to be a role model, and
then if they can control whether they are good or bad ones (Norris, 2020).
The Entertainment and Sports Programming Network, famously known as ESPN, was
created in 1979 and quickly grew in popularity as a network for viewing various competitions
between teams in sports (Kleinfield, 1984). After the American Broadcasting Companies,
otherwise known as ABC, became the majority owner in 1984, sports fans and athletes across the
United States and around the world began to feel the effects of the transition in ownership
(Kleinfield, 1984). Throughout the 1990s, ESPN was a dominant network for the broadcast of
various sports competitions. Within this decade, many new networks began to develop outside of
the ‘Big 3’ networks that had generally monopolized most of the coverage and viewership on
cable television in years prior. However, ESPN and other large networks still continued to
control the narrative they presented to their viewers with limited resources available to the public
surrounding the happenings of athletes and activist movements. Although social media was still
not on the scene as a platform for athletes to share their opinions and perspectives of ongoing
issues, the growing network of broadcast stations covering events allowed for a larger breadth of




As technology continued to evolve throughout the latter part of the twentieth century and
became more commonly used among the average person, social media platforms became a
popular source of entertainment, expression, and creativity. The first source of ‘social media’
came in the form of a website titled “Myspace.com,” as it became the first site to reach one
million monthly active users in the year 2004 (Ortiz-Ospina, n.d.). Myspace was a social
networking service that was developed to allow musicians and bands to share music and concert
dates, but quickly developed into a space that allowed users to create platforms, share blogs,
photographs, and preferences on numerous topics (Ortiz-Ospina, n.d.). Myspace was a shocking
development for many internet users and grew in popularity extremely quickly. Despite
launching only five years prior in 2001, it became the most visited website over Google and
Yahoo! for a brief period in 2006 (Ortiz-Ospina, n.d.).
The use and enjoyment of a platform like Myspace, which was not originally intended to
have the reach and impact that it did, spurred the creation of many other social media sites in the
coming years. Mark Zuckerburg came next, launching his own form of social networking named
Facebook in 2004 (Edosomwan, 2011). By 2018, over 2.25 billion people were using Facebook
(Ortiz-Ospina, n.d.). Although Facebook held an age limit of 13 years of age or older, it had
widespread capabilities that allowed users to create a personal profile, add friends, exchange
messages, share posts and photographs, and join common interest groups hosted by their school,
work, college, or another network (Edosomwan, 2011). YouTube was the next social network to
develop, making its debut in 2006 (Edosomwan, 2011). YouTube, an online video community,
provides a forum for people to connect, inform, and inspire others across the globe and acts as a
major distribution platform for people to create videos and other content (Edosomwan, 2011). By
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2018, nearly 2 billion people were using YouTube as a social networking platform (Ortiz-Ospina,
n.d.).
In 2006, Twitter launched and became one of the largest competitors for Facebook.
Twitter grew in popularity quickly because it offered the ability to micro-blog, an option that was
not available on any other platform, and was also used by some celebrities soon after its debut
(Edosomwan, 2011). Soon thereafter, Instagram, a subset of Facebook, took the world by storm
in 2010 as one of the newest social networking apps. Instagram was an app developed primarily
to share pictures and videos, and later grew to allow for the sharing of stories and other forms of
media. As technology like computers, smart phones, tablets, and other devices became more
accessible and easier for the common person to use, the use of social networking platforms
continued to grow as applications on these devices were created, rather than just websites. The
increase in use among the general population was parallel among that of celebrities, as many
took to the social media platforms to connect with their fans and share pieces of their lives.
More recently, the United States has been plagued by instances of injustice and inequality
and a large number of athletes and former athletes have used their large followings on social
media platforms to share their opinions on issues and support different activist movements. The
following pages will examine how athletes spanning different leagues have utilized social media
to voice their opinions and thoughts on movements and matters of injustice during the
twenty-first century.
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Chapter One: National Basketball Association
The National Basketball Association (NBA) is made up of some of the most outspoken
and influential athletes – past and present. Throughout his professional career, beginning in
2003, LeBron James has been one of the most controversial figures in the NBA for his
candidness with reporters and journalists alike. Prior to the heightened emotions surrounding the
events of 2020, and the changes that took place as a result, James had been taking a stance on
social movements for years. Following the shooting of Trayvon Martin in 2012 for being
“suspicious” and notably wearing a hoodie. George Zimmerman fired the gun and was later
acquitted for second-degree manslaughter of Martin, sparking the Black Lives Matter movement
into action (Coombs & Cassilo, 2017). James, along with NBA superstars Dwayne Wade and
Derrick Rose, led the charge in the league by wearing sweatshirts in tribute to Martin and
showing their support for the movement (Coombs & Cassilo, 2017). James personally utilized
Twitter to tweet a photo with Wade wearing Trayvon Martin sweatshirts using the hashtags
“#WeAreTrayvonMartin,” “#Hoodies,” “#Stereotyped,” and “#WeWantJustice” (Coombs &
Cassilo, 2017). The actions by these players set a precedent for other players who then began
engaging in similar activities.
Athletes across various leagues were reawakened in social justice activism surrounding
police brutality and inequality following the death of one of the most influential and
controversial figures in sports of all time: Muhammad Ali (Coombs & Cassilo, 2017). Ali’s death
in 2016 led James, Wade, Carmelo Anthony, and Chris Paul to begin the 2016 ESPY awards with
a speech dedicated to ending gun violence (Coombs & Cassilo, 2017). This effort by NBA
league members was widely celebrated across multiple leagues and in the media. With the
technological advancements that came with the beginning of the twenty-first century, along with
33
the heightened use of social media, it became much easier for athletes and other media platforms
to engage with each other on issues and similarly share their opinions.
The year 2020 was filled with many obstacles, and despite the global pandemic taking
place, the United States faced an uprising surrounding the Black Lives Matter Movement that
was jump-started by the death of George Floyd in late May. Floyd was killed during an arrest in
Minneapolis, Minnesota when an officer knelt on his neck for a total of 9 minutes and 29
seconds, effectively choking him to death (Hill et al., 2020). The death of another black man at
the hands of a police officer infuriated citizens across the United States of America and spurred
protests, rallies, and activist movements in accordance with Black Lives Matter (#BLM) around
the globe. LeBron James quickly took to social media to share his opinions on the issue, posting
a picture of the police officer kneeling on George Floyd’s neck beside a photo of Colin
Kaepernick peacefully kneeling in protest of police brutality. James used the caption, “Do you
understand NOW!!??!!?? Or is it still blurred to you?? #StayWoke” (Rohlin, 2020). James’
obvious outrage at the actions that took place in Minneapolis, and his ability and willingness to
share these emotions on a platform like Instagram where he has over 82 million followers
demonstrated the change in athletes from the late twentieth century to the present day.
In another instance earlier in the year, James took to Twitter, where he has 49.5 million
followers, to voice his opinions on the death of another unarmed black man. In February of 2020,
Ahmaud Arbery was gunned down by two white men while on a jog near his home in
Brunswick, Georgia (Rohlin, 2020). Following the incident, James tweeted, “We’re literally
hunted EVERYDAY/EVERYTIME we step foot outside the comfort of our homes! Can’t even
go for a damn jog man! Like WTF man are you kidding me?!?!?!?!?!? No man fr ARE YOU
KIDDING ME!!!!! I’m sorry Ahmaud(Rest In Paradise) and my prayers and blessings sent to the
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heavens above to your family!! #StayWoke #ProfiledCauseWeAreSimplyBlack" (Rohlin, 2020).
James’ continuous strong statements on these issues were heard by NBA Commissioner Adam
Silver, who made changes that allowed for significantly more player expression throughout the
2020 NBA Playoffs that took place in a ‘bubble’ to prevent the spread of the COVID-19 virus.
The NBA opted to restart their 2020 season after taking a pause to reassess with new
precautionary measures due to the COVID-19 pandemic utilizing facilities on Disney World
property, including their ESPN Wide World of Sports complex in Orlando (Golliver, 2020). The
22 teams invited to participate in the unique playoffs were under strict protocols to ensure the
safety of all individuals involved with the event. Amidst all of the protests and calls for change
taking place around the world, specifically within the United States, the NBA made further
changes to the already unique event. On July 21, 2020, it was reported that the NBA made good
on its promise to paint all three courts in use for the league’s restart with the phrase ‘Black Lives
Matter,’ as the term was dominating the news media and peoples’ thoughts during the time
(Andrews, 2020). Many actions were taken by players, coaches, and executives across the league
as the league prepared to restart play in July, but the biggest steps taken to spark discussion and
show players advocating for a larger cause came in the form of players and coaches alike
kneeling around the words ‘Black Lives Matter’ on the courts in Orlando (Andrews & Spears,
2020).
Aside from this, players also utilized opportunities to wear shirts displaying different
messages and phrases in support of the Black Lives Matter movement, or by wearing warm-ups
that displayed their stances on issues of inequality and police brutality (Andrews & Spears,
2020). Some players even took to social media to request that journalists used the time they had
with them to ask more questions about social justice and their stances and opinions on matters,
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which is something that radically contradicts the ‘Shut Up and Dribble’ mindset exhibited by
some Americans (Andrews & Spears, 2020). In addition to allowing players to utilize their
warm-ups to vocalize opinions, many teams also allowed players to broadcast messages like “I
Can’t Breathe,” “Education Reform,” “Vote,” “Say Her Name,” and other suggestions or
thoughts on the backs of their jerseys throughout the playoffs (Andrews & Spears, 2020). While
this was widely accepted across the United States during this time as a necessary distraction from
a larger issue [COVID-19], there still is not complete agreement that athletes should be able to
utilize their platforms to share their opinions on current events in social justice.
In February 2021, Zlatan Ibrahimovic, a Swedish footballer, commented on James’ direct
nature in the face of social justice issues. Ibrahimovic criticized James’ willingness to engage
with reporters and utilize his social media platforms to discuss various movements and current
events taking place in the United States and around the world. In an interview, Ibrahimovic told
reporters [on LeBron], “He is phenomenal in what he’s doing, but I don’t like when people have
some kind of status, and they do politics… I play football because I’m the best at playing
football… That is the first mistake people make when they become famous and they come in a
certain status. Stay out of it. Just do what you're best at, because it doesn’t look good” (Appendix
A). James responds to Ibrahimovic’s comments by stating that he is “the wrong guy to go at
because he actually does his homework” (Appendix B). In a sense, Ibrahimovic is making the
same statements made by Laura Ingraham when she stated LeBron should “Shut Up and
Dribble.” Both Ingraham and Ibrahimovic, along with members of communities across the
United States, hold the belief that sports, politics, and social justice should be kept separate, but
actions made by athletes like LeBron James in recent history have demonstrated that athletes are
no longer listening.
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Chapter Two: National Football League
Prior to the happenings of 2020, Colin Kaepernick was a figure at the forefront of
controversy within the National Football League (NFL). Kaepernick, the starting quarterback for
the San Francisco 49ers in 2016, shocked the sports world when he began sitting during the
national anthem before the start of professional football games in protest of racialized oppression
and police brutality across the United States (Boykoff & Carrington, 2019). Kaepernick’s actions
on the field quickly made him a polarizing cultural figure, and eventually led to his dismissal
from the National Football League altogether. When Kaepernick was asked about his reasons for
not standing during the playing of the national anthem, he responded, “I’m going to continue to
stand with the people that are being oppressed. To me, this is something that has to change.
When there’s significant change and I feel that flag represents what it’s supposed to represent,
and this country is representing people the way that it’s supposed to, I’ll stand” (Boykoff &
Carrington, 2019). Kaepernick’s outspokenness and bold gesture within the NFL were the first in
a long line of actions made by players to come but were not well-received initially.
Kaepernick’s activism was framed by the mass media, who were able to control the
narrative in which the United States viewed his actions. The year 2016 was the same year that
President Trump was elected, demonstrating further division within the country at this time.
Following Trump’s election, he was largely able to control the public’s view on Kaepernick and
emphasize the need for a separation of sports and politics (Bagwell, 2019). Trump, and later a
large part of America, deemed Kaepernick’s actions anti-patriotic and disrespectful to the
American flag, all the while failing to see the larger issue Kaepernick was trying to highlight.
Nearly two years later, Nike released an ad campaign featuring Colin Kaepernick as the star and
spotlighting the phrase, “Believe in something. Even if it means sacrificing everything. Just Do
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It” (Abad-Santos, 2018). This campaign was suitable for Kaepernick, as he had arguably
sacrificed his career in the National Football League to stand up for what he believed in. Nike’s
decision to use Kaepernick for the ad, despite the controversy that had previously surrounded
him, helped many Americans to see the original purpose of Kaepernick’s actions and gained him
popularity in the eyes of the public (Abad-Santos, 2018).
Kaepernick has yet to be employed by a team within the National Football League,
despite the progress made during the year 2020. His decision to sit or kneel during the national
anthem inspired many other athletes of color to act similarly in unity across various leagues and
levels of play. The controversy caused by players kneeling during the national anthem has caused
many owners to take action, or attempt to regulate this behavior, while others have supported
their players completely. In 2017, when President Trump called for all owners in the NFL to fire
any “son of a bitch” who knelt during the national anthem, Jacksonville Jaguars owner Shahid
Khan was one of the first owners to lock arms with his players and step forward, demonstrating
unity against oppression and police brutality (Lapchick, 2019). Adversely, Dallas Mavericks
owner Mark Cuban opted to stop playing the national anthem prior to their games entirely to
prevent this controversy altogether (Appendix C). The opposing actions taken by owners,
athletes and people across the United States continue to demonstrate the differences in culture
and beliefs that make up one large industry and the problems and successes that result because of
them.
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Chapter Three: The US Open (Tennis)
Similar to the NBA Playoffs, the 2020 US Open also took place in a form of a bubble.
During a tournament taking place in August the week prior to the U.S. Open within a year
already filled with police brutality and numerous calls for change through the widespread Black
Lives Matter movement, another black man named Jacob Black was killed by police officers
(Zagoria, 2020). Japanese tennis player Naomi Osaka had won her way into the semifinals at this
point, but quickly decided she would be dropping out of the tournament in protest of the shooting
of Jacob Black. In her announcement, Osaka wrote, “Before I am an athlete, I am a black
woman, and as a black woman I feel as though there are much more important matters at hand
that need immediate attention, rather than watching me play tennis. I don't expect anything
drastic to happen with me not playing, but if I can get a conversation started in a majority white
sport I consider that a step in the right direction" (Zagoria, 2020).
Osaka, who had previously won the U.S. Open in 2018, and the Australian Open in 2019,
was quickly supported for her decision by fellow black tennis player Sloane Stephens, an
American. The tournament decided a few hours later that they would pause for a day, stating,
“As a sport, tennis is collectively taking a stance against racial inequality and social injustice that
once again has been thrust to the forefront in the United States,” (Zagoria, 2020). The following
week at the U.S. Open, Osaka and the U.S. Open took advantage of the opportunities presented
to them to support the Black Lives Matter movement and stand against police brutality across the
United States. Osaka wore a different face mask broadcasting a different name of a black
American who had been killed by police for each round of the tournament, ensuring that during
walks on and off the court, and her conversations with the media, the names would be visible
(Mansoor, 2020).
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The U.S. Open allowed Osaka to use her platform to spread awareness in this way, and
utilized the empty Arthur Ashe Stadium, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, to display an art
exhibit entitled ‘Bring Black Lives to the Front’ (Black Lives to the Front, 2020). The U.S. Open
found 18 Black or BIPOC artists to create pieces to display in the front rows of Arthur Ashe
Stadium as a part of this initiative. The goal of this initiative was to get people talking about
important issues at hand and show their support for the Black Lives Matter movement. The U.S.
Open, which became the first tournament to distribute equal prize money to men and women in
1973, also became a groundbreaking site for professional tennis to support social justice
activism. Osaka and the U.S. Open both took advantage of the large followings they had on
social media to amplify their actions and gained further coverage in the media by doing so. The
ability of athletes, and tournaments, to communicate and broadcast their stances on social media
is demonstrated directly by Osaka and the events that took place in August and September of
2020 surrounding the ongoing Black Lives Matter movement.
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Limitations and Future Research
The most prominent limitation faced within this research project stemmed from the fact
that many of the events discussed in Chapter Two of the paper took place very recently, and did
not have many academic works published on them yet. The lack of academic work surrounding
the recent events shifted my research to articles and social media, which changed the scope of
my research from a historical, fact-based approach, to a content analysis basis to gather
information and draw conclusions about how social media had influenced the activism of
athletes across different decades. Remote learning throughout the semester in which this project
took place also created a unique challenge for communication with advisors, faculty, and
program coordinators. The inability to meet with individuals or stop into an office with questions
created difficulties in communication and ensuring all deadlines were met throughout the
duration of the project, but these challenges were easily overcome.
In the future, this research could benefit from the study of more academic pieces on the
athletes discussed in Chapter Two of the paper, as these were not readily available during the
time this study was done. Additionally, future research could take a more data-centered approach
into how the use of social media for social justice issues by athletes is being perceived by the
public, or investigate if users of various social media platforms have noticed an increase in
athletes utilizing these platforms for matters of social justice. This topic has the potential to be
taken many different directions in future research depending on the scope and interest of the
research, and the availability and accessibility of data at the time.
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Conclusion
In closing, there has been an obvious increase in the number of athletes in engaging in
matters of social justice from the age of Muhammad Ali and Billie Jean King to what is currently
taking place with athletes like LeBron James, Colin Kaepernick, Naomi Osaka, and so many
more. Without the precedents set by athletes like Ali and King in the twentieth century, today’s
athletes would have the platforms available to make bold statements and voice their opinions, but
citizens across America would be unaccustomed to the idea of athletes utilizing their platforms
for more than their sports brand. The backlash and consequences suffered by Ali, King, and other
activists during the twentieth century, when there were not ample media outlets and social media
platforms for sharing opinions and controversy, are largely the reason that athletes today have
received a lot of leniency in what they can share on personal platforms.
The heightened involvement across the United States, and around the world, in the Black
Lives Matter movement over the last few years, but specifically in 2020 allowed many athletes
and sports leagues to reevaluate the messages displayed in their space. Although Colin
Kaepernick had been removed from the National Football League only a few years prior for his
peaceful protest against police brutality and racial oppression, the National Basketball
Association was quick to allow their players to speak freely on the events taking place in 2020.
The support the NBA received as a result of including the Black Lives Matter movement in their
NBA Playoff Bubble in 2020 demonstrates that, although it took a significant amount of time to
happen, the ‘Shut Up and Dribble’ mindset is deteriorating as people are beginning to accept that
athletes have opinions and a right to share them on their personal platforms.
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Appendix A
Ibrahimovic’s criticism of LeBron James’ activism (Instagram, February 27, 2021)
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Appendix B




Announcement of the Dallas Mavericks stopping the playing of the national anthem
before their games (February 10, 2021)
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